Bird threat: There is growing vigilance about avian flu and its infection of humans in south-east Asia with one report of a direct transmission from human to human, which is increasingly worrying scientists and health officials. Recombination of genes between bird flu and human influenza could trigger a new pandemic. (Picture: Science Photo Library.)
This avian flu outbreak in Asia is not expected to diminish significantly in the short term, according to the Centres for Disease Control in Atlanta. "It is likely that H5N1 infection amongst birds has become endemic to their region and that human infections will continue to occur."
A teenage girl has become the eleventh victim of bird flu to die in Vietnam inside a month while a Cambodian woman with symptoms of the disease was last month admitted to hospital. Such cases are raising fears that bird flu may be starting to appear as a human pathogen and escalate concerns over the extent of the threat posed by the disease. A teenager from a southern province of Vietnam died nine days before her mother also died from the infection after the two of them had slaughtered a duck.
But the real worry is human-to human infection. The World Health Organisation said that this is being investigated and cases must be closely followed 'to determine whether the epidemiological behaviour of the virus might be changing in ways that could favour the onset of a pandemic. ' Many health officials believe the next global outbreak will come from south-east Asia. If the virus infects someone already harboring the human flu virus, the two could combine, producing the worst aspects of both -a potentially lethal and extremely contagious new strain. One British expert, John Oxford, commenting on the New England Journal report said the virus had appeared to have broken down the 'final door' which prevented it being spread between people. "This is a very important step towards the conclusion that we all wanted to avoid," he said.
Until the late 1990s, it had not been thought that the H5N1 virus strain could spread to humans but there is now a worldwide effort to combat the disease before it spreads to many other countries. These findings are ringing particular alarm bells because it is the reassortment of avian influenza genomes that is most likely to occur when these viruses demonstrate a capacity to infect multiple species, as is now the case in Asia, the Centres for Disease Control says.
The Sars outbreak convinced governments that they have to act quickly in future. The emphasis is now largely on containing any new strain of virus within the country of origin. A flu drug, Tamiflu, works as a preventative measure, but many countries have insufficient stockpiles to deal with a major problem.
The Thai case -the first confirmed case of human-tohuman transmission -began with an 11-year-old girl who lived with her aunt and went to the doctor with a fever, cough and sore throat in September last year.
Chickens in the household had died from avian flu in the preceding weeks. The girl slept and played among the chickens in the house. Her mother, who lived in Bangkok, went to visit her when she heard her daughter was sick, and cared for her in hospital for two days before the child died. 
